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Free Water Protocol for Dysphagia 
Speech Therapy Department (Andrea, Kathy, Sandi and Shawn) 
 
The Free Water Protocol for patients with dysphagia (difficulty swallowing) has been in use at the  
St. Cloud Hospital for over a year!  The protocol is being used frequently housewide and our department 
has received lots of great feedback – and also lots of questions about what it is and why it’s used.  In 
response to the feedback we have received, we are providing a quick review.  Please continue to contact 
us with feedback or questions.  Thank you for all you do, especially for following through with the diet and 
swallowing recommendations we make.  You are much appreciated!   
 
WHAT IS THE FREE WATER PROTOCOL? 
A doctor’s order is required to start the protocol.  Speech Therapy often decides which patients are 
appropriate for the protocol and obtains the doctor’s order; we are also responsible for completing patient 
and family education after the protocol has been ordered. 
 
The Free Water Protocol is based on the idea that aspirating water is less toxic to the lungs than 
aspirating other liquids.  This is because water is “clean” (i.e. it is a natural substance, has a neutral pH, 
and is free of bacteria and other contaminants) – so is less likely to cause aspiration pneumonia.  
Aspiration of liquids besides water may lead to respiratory infections and pneumonia.   
 
ADEQUATE ORAL CARE IS CRITICAL for decreasing the likelihood of developing aspiration pneumonia 
when consuming water, as any liquid that is aspirated must pass through the mouth and may be 
contaminated by food particles or bacteria present in the oral cavity.  Aspiration of water would carry the 
same risk of delivering bacteria or food particles to the lungs if proper oral care is not completed.  
Patients on the Free Water Protocol are required to complete or be provided with oral care after 
completion of a meal and before drinking water.  The hospital’s Oral Care Policy (available on CentraNet) 
should be followed when caring for all patients (including those on the protocol). 
 
Patients on the Protocol will be identified by a blue magnet on the door frame of their room (that reads 
“FREE WATER PROTOCOL”).  The Free Water Protocol will also be listed under the diet section of the 
patient’s electronic medical chart (which also includes a link to the protocol within CentraNet).  
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 WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW……… 
 Patients on the protocol are allowed to consume regular, unthickened water even if they otherwise 
are NPO or receiving thickened liquids (because of dysphagia). 
  “Free” (or regular, unthickened) water may be unlimited in quantity but is permitted between meals 
only (in the absence of food or pills). 
 Patients consume only thickened liquids with meals and medications should NOT be taken with “free” 
water (because pills could be aspirated into the lungs along with the water).   
 Drinking water between meals DOES NOT prevent aspiration.  In fact, it is expected that patients on 
the Free Water Protocol will be aspirating the water they consume (yes – you read that right!).  
Patients may also cough when drinking water – and this is acceptable! 
 If a patient wants to drink water with their meal or when taking medications – it must be thickened.  If 
a patient does not want to complete their oral cares before drinking water – it must be thickened.  
Otherwise, as long as the other protocol guidelines are followed these patients are allowed to drink 
as much “free” water as they want! 
 
HOW DOES THIS BENEFIT OUR PATIENTS? 
The benefits of consuming water in between meals include (but not limited to) improved hydration, oral 
moistening, and overall patient satisfaction with diet recommendations and restrictions (it may be easier 
to comply with recommendations for thickened liquids with meals if water is allowed between meals – or 
at least, that’s our hope!). 
 
Thank you again for all your help with making this protocol a success!  Please call the Speech Therapy 




Girl Scouts Provide Patience for Patients 
Chris Nelson, Communications Specialist 
CentraCare Health System 
 
 Allie Jameson and Laura Dorle, both seniors at St. Cloud Cathedral High School, have just recently 
completed the requirements for the Girl Scout Gold Award. The award is the highest and most 
prestigious that one can receive through the Girl Scout organization. It requires a series of arduous 
prerequisite steps before the final project can be performed. 
 
For Laura and Allie’s final project, they chose to involve children, and so they headed straight for the 
pediatric patients within the St. Cloud Hospital’s Emergency Trauma Center. The purpose of the 
project, entitled Patience for Patients was to enhance and expand the idea of distraction kits 
currently in place. The two high school students, using a grant from the ETC and profits from various 
personal fundraising, set up a consistent system of ordering materials and assembling them into 
different age specific groups. Some of the items given out include finger puppets, smiley face 
bendable people, notepads and crayons, cubicle mind games, playing cards, and activity books. In 
addition, they included radios, a CD collection, and a set of organized boxes for children in the waiting 
room. These include doodle pads, books, and other activities. 
 
The project was launched on June 17th and has thus far been successful and well received by the 
pediatric population of the ETC. 
 
Patient Care News articles should be sent to Deb Kaufman in Patient Care Support by the 25th of each month. 
Page 3 August 2009 Patient Care News 
 
 News Flash….Labor Day Holiday Signup Sheets for Cut/Call 
Terri Krause 
Coordinator, Staffing/Scheduling/Secretarial Services 
 
This year, the Labor Day Holiday falls on Monday, September 7, 2009. The sign-up sheets for cut/call 
requests are due to arrive on the units Thursday, August 20th and will remain posted until 8:00 a.m. on 
Thursday, September 3rd. Once the sheets have been collected from the units, any additional requests 
will be considered late. The sign-up sheets are for the holiday only. According to policy, the holiday 
starts at 11:00 p.m. the night before and ends at 11:00 p.m. the day of the holiday.  
 
These cut/call sign-up sheets include scheduled shifts starting at 11:00 p.m., September 6th and 
run through 11:00 p.m., September 7th.   
 
If any part of your scheduled shift is outside of this timeline, you will need to call the Staffing Office 
to request cut/call for that portion of your shift.  We would like to remind you to please make sure 
you write legibly and provide a telephone number where you can be reached.  If you have any 
questions, please contact Terri at Ext. 55705. 
 
 
Patient Admits with Ostomy…What do I order? 
Wound, Ostomy, Continence RNs: Sue Omann, Amy Gorecki, Dawn Conklin, Chelie Canning 
 
Colostomy/Ileostomy: 
 Epic Order Entry, type: Pouch 
 Choose: Pouch Ostomy Drainable ¾  
You will receive: 
 Hollister #8531 flat cut to fit pouch with the lock-n-roll closure. 
 
Urostomy: 
 Epic Order Entry, type: Guardian 
 Choose:  Guardian Barrier Ostomy 2 pc. 1 ¾ 
Guardian Pouch Urostomy 2 pc. 1 ¾  
You will receive: 
 Hollister #3722 flat cut to fit barrier  
 Hollister #3902 Urostomy Pouch. 
 
Adapter for Urostomy Pouch to Gravity Bag: 
 Epic Order Entry, type: Urostomy 
 Choose: Adapter Urostomy Drainage Tube  
You will receive:  
 Hollister Adapter for the above pouch to be used to connect to gravity bag. 
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 Upcoming Developmental Programs: Educational and Professional 
Kate Hoelscher 
Education & Professional Development Department 
 
August 2009 
3 Ways to Support Children in the Healthcare Setting, 6:30 pm-8:00 pm, Windfeldt 
Room, CentraCare Health Plaza 
6 Islam and Ramadan, A Brief Introduction, 8:00-9:00 am, Hoppe Auditorium OR 
11:30 am-12:30 pm, Windfeldt Room, CentraCare Health Plaza 
6 Child Abuse and Neglect: Protecting our Children, our Future, 3:00-4:00 pm, 
Hoppe Auditorium 
20/21 Basic Electrocardiography, 8:00 am-4:00 pm, Heart Center Conference Room 
22 Health Care’s Role in Eliminating Domestic Violence 
25/26 Healing Touch Certificate Program-Class Level 1, 8:30 am-6:00pm, Windfeldt 
Room 
26 APA Citation Style-Quick and Easy, 10:00 am-12:00 pm Cedar Room 
27 Nursing Research Brown Bag Session-Medical Alcohol Withdrawal: Treatment and 
Challenges, 8:00 am-9:00 am, Aspen Room 
 
September 2009 
16 ONC (Orthopedic Nursing Certification) Preparation Course, 8:00 am-5:00 pm, 
Windfeldt Room, CentraCare Health Plaza 
17/18 Basic Electrocardiography, 8:00 am-4:00 pm, Heart Center Conference Room 
22 Nursing Research Brown Bag Session: Supporting End-of-Life Decision Making, 
12:00 pm-1:00 pm, Aspen Room 
22/23 Oncology Nursing Society Chemotherapy & Biotherapy Course, 8:00 am-4:30 pm, 
Hughes/Mathews Room, CentraCare Health Plaza 
29 Using Interpreter Services with Deaf Community and Crucial Conversations-Service 
Recovery, 8:00 am-10:30 am, Hoppe Auditorium 
29/30 TNCC (Trauma Nursing Core Course), 7:30 am-5:30 pm, SCH Conference Room 
29/30 Psychiatric and Mental Health Certification Review Course, 7:30 am-4:00 pm, 
Windfeldt Room, CentraCare Health Plaza 
 
October 2009 
6 disABILITY Awareness: Bringing Abilities to Light, 8:00 am-10:00 am, Hoppe 
Auditorium, St. Cloud Hospital 
7 disABILITY Awareness: Bringing Abilities to Light, 12:00 pm-2:00 pm, Windfeldt 
Room, CentraCare Health Plaza 
8/9 CCRN Certification Preparation Course, 7:30 am-4:15 pm, Windfeldt/Hughes 
Mathews Room, CentraCare Health Plaza 
13 S.T.A.B.L.E. (Sugar & Safe Care, Temperature, Airway, Blood Pressure, Lab Work, 
and Emotional Support), 7:00 am-5:30 pm, CentraCare Health Plaza Education 
Center 
20/21 AWHONN Fetal Heart Monitoring Program, Intermediate Course, 8:00 am-4:30 pm, 
Windfeldt Room, CentraCare Health Plaza 
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 Clinical Ladder 
Congratulations to the following individuals for achieving and/or maintaining 




Kristin Gjerst, RN Children’s Center 
 NICU Cuddler Program 
 Preceptor 
 Level II NICU/Level III NICU CBO Revisions 
 Neonatal Resuscitation Program Instructor 




Alice Schneider, RN Family Birthing Ctr. 
 Breastfeeding Class 
 Coordinator AWHONN – Fetal Heart 
Monitoring 
 Equipment Task Force 
 Certified Obstetric Nurse, Lactation 
Consultant Certified 
 
Jen Donabauer, RN Ortho/Neuro 
 Lumbar Drain Poster 
 NPCU Inservice: Remote Monitor, 
Documentation, Crash Cart 
 NPCU Committee 
 CNP Committee 
 
Mary Beth Schmidt, RN North PACU 
 PACU Night Duties – Resource 
 Healing Touch Inservice 
 Safety Audit 
 Certified Healing Touch Practitioner, 
Certified Perianesthesia Nurse, Certified 
Integrative Imagery 
 
Karen Bandar, RN Ctr. for Surgical Care 
 Outpatient Nursing Home Referral Form 
 Skin Prep Resource 
 Preceptor 
 Co-Chair, Perioperative Practice Council 
 
Amy Hiltner, RN POH/PACU 
 Pre-op Guide – Resource 
 Perioperative Conference Planning 
Committee 
 PI Committee 





LEVEL IIIs continued: 
 
Shana Marcusen, RN Telemetry 
 Thyroid Gland Module 
 Preceptor 
Naomi Kiscaden, RN Children’s Center 
 Bronchiopulmonary Dysplasia Resource 
 NICU Core Group 
 Patient Satisfaction Committee 
 Pediatric Nurse Certified 
 
Carmel Koep, RN Medical/Oncology 
 Preceptor 
 Med/Onc Standards of Care Revisions 
 Oncology Certified Nurse 
 Med/Onc ROE 
 
Shannon Getty, RN Medical/Oncology 
 Pain 101 Poster 
 Pain Reassessment EBP Project 
 Pain Resource Nurse Chair 
 Oncology Certified Nurse 
 
Angi Schave, RN Children’s Center 
 Virtual PICU – National Database 
 Preceptor 
 PICU ICP Monitoring Poster 
 Decontamination Response Team 
 
Kay Pappenfus, RN Ortho/Neuro 
 Blood Pressure Checks 
 SBAR Communication Tool 
 Joint Class Instructor 
 Preceptor 
 
Donna Gregory, RN Medical/Oncology 
 Care Kit 
 Fall and Skin PI Auditor 
 Giving Falls the Slip 
 Oncology Certified Nurse 
 
Vikki Gore, RN PACU 
 Airway Management Inservice 
 Glucometer Training 
 Preceptor 
 ROE – Perioperative  
 
